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merit as wcll as pmmisin~ dcvelopmenrs such as grearer involvement of prirac instilulions, organi- 
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INTRODUCTION 

Mcntinn of the African nation of Ethiopia is likely to 
elicit visions of child victims of famine and children 
(thosse fortnn&c to attend school) in poor quality. over- 
crowded schools that are unlikely to prepare them for the 
21st century. This vision, which cmcrged from thc world 
media response to the drought of the mid-1980s. remains 
a rculity in dmught-affccted areas of Ethinpia today.  re^ 
search to date (e.g., Rredckamp, Knuth, Kunesh, & Shul- 
man, 1992) strongly suggcsts that the best hope for chmg- 
ing this vision is to invest scarce resources where thcy m 
most lilcelely tn rcsult in maximum benefits-in thc cduca- 
tion of children during thcir earliest years. This artide pm- 
vidcs a historical ovcrview of early cducation in Ethiopia. 
progress in recent years, and prospects for changin? the 
world's perceptions of this rapidly devcloping nation. 

HISTORICAL ROOTS OF EARLY 
SCHOOLING IN ETHIOPIA 

Two n~ajor traditions clm-acterize thc development 
of education in Ethiol,ia-"tra<Iition.bI" and "Western" 
systems. While Wcstcm educational ideas havc flour- 
ishcd sincc thc carly twcntictlr century, thc tradition31 
approach has cha~.actcrired Ethiopian education through- 
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our rhc history of this ancient nation. This traditional 
system is deeply rooted in the Ethiopian Orthodox 
Church and is recugnized as o~nc of the oldcst cduca- 
tional systems in the world. For ccnturies. Orthodox 
churches, monasteries, and convents were the only 
centcrs for formal learning from preschool through the 
university level. Traditional suhjccts of study in these pm- 
glans included theology, philosophy, computation, his- 
toiy. poetry, and music (PailWlurst, 1955; Wagaw, 1979). 

At least for males, the importance of carly cduca- 
tiun was recogni~ed as early 3s Medieval Ethiopia. Pan- 
khurst ( 1997). for examplc, writes: 

D u k g  the Medieval period, male childrcn begau attcnd- 
ing church scrvices at around age 1. At these scwices 
childrcn began thc first stages of fbniiai cducation. The 
curriculum for children of this age cansistcd primarily 
of &ill and practice of the alphabet. Mastery of the al- 
phabet was followed by reading and recitation of reli- 
gious texts that began with the Psalms of David. 

During the nineteenth ccntury. Swiss nlissionary 
Gobat provided one n l  the mosl thoroogh descriptiom 
of early education in Ethiopia. In descrihing the more 
formal church educatior~ Gobat observed: 
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As thcse examples illustrate, Ethiopia has a long 
history of didactic education provided almost erclu- 
sivcly to niale children. By the end of the nineteenth 
century, a few changes emergcd in the formal education 
of young childrcn. The empenir of the country at that 
tirnc, Mcnzlik 11 (cmpcror from 1889-1913), rrcognizcd 
that greatly impmved education would he needed for a 
modern Ethiopia. In line with his aspirations, in 1908 
Menclik established the first public school, called Me- 
nelik I1 Mimary and Secondary School. Eight years 
prior to the estahlishnient of this public school, however, 
die t int  modern preschool (kindergarten) was cstab- 
lished in Dire Dawa, a town in the eastern part of thc 
muntry This kindergarten was created for die cl~ildrcn 
of FI-cnch consultants who were helping build Ethiopia's 
first railroad. Development of such programs was very 
slow compllrcd to kindergarten expansion in other na- 
tions during the sdmc period of time. Fmm 1908 to 
1974, fur examplc, only 77 kindergartens were estab- 
lished in Ethiopia. Moreover, thcse programs provided 
cducation for nnly 7,573 out of the 3.5 million children 
aged 3-6. In addition. these lcindergartcns were limited 
to urban x c a i  of the country and opcrated by missionar- 
ies, private organimtions, and thc Ministry of Social Af- 
fairs and Development. The fcdcral govelnment at that 
time paid little attention to early education since it was 
fclt that scarce resources should be directed toward crc- 
acing literate adults to ruli the emel-ging niodcr~i state 
(Negash, 1996; Pa~dchul-st, 1986). 

Following the socialist revolution of 1974, piepri- 
mary cducation was greatly expanded. As the rcsult of 
the increased involvement of women in  economic xtivi- 
ties, thc need for facilities to clue for chil&en became 
increasingly evidcnt. This nccd resultcd in the estahlislr- 
nient of day care centers for carly carc and education. 
To meet the demand for teachers at this level, a Pre- 
school Teacher Training Center was opened in the cq-  
tal city. Addis Ababa, in 1080. Additionally, at the Min- 
istry of Education, specialized departments that werc 
responsible for the early childhood cducation wcre intro- 

duced. These includcd dcpartmmts of curriculum dcvcl- 
opmmtt. supervision. and teachcr cducatioii. 

Also contributing to expansion of carly childhood 
education during the socialist pcriod was the launch- 
ing of the National Literacy C'nmpaign supported by 
I M S C O  in the late 1970s. While suppnrting litzracy 
i n  the cities, this campaign d s o  expanded cducatioi~ to 
the m a 1  parts of thc counrrs where thc majority of the 
population livc. Likewise. the form~tion of Farmers' Ca- 
opcratives during tliis cra also contrihutcd to early edu- 
cation, sir~cc schools were needed to take car' of chil- 
dren while parents we,-e working in the ficlds. 

EARLY EDUCATION IN ETHIOPIA TODAY 

Tn 1994, Ethiopia fmmulated its new Education and 
Traininp Policy (Negash, 1996). This policy addrcsscs 
educational goals of the nation from kindergarten 
through the secondary lcvcl for the widc variety of cdu- 
cational program types. Table 1 depicts the expanse of 
early education program types. Through this policy thc 
education of primary g n d c  children (i.e., childrcn in 
grades 1-8) has been given considcr;~bly morc goverii- 
mcnt attention than the education of prcschooi c h i l ~  
dren. 

P~xschool Education 

Since current resourccs are insufiicirnt for provid- 
ing even basic primary cdiicarion to Ethiopian childrcn, 
the Ivlinistry of Education (MOE, 2001) currently deem 
pl~ashes preprimary education. Neva-tlicless. rccogniz- 
ing the importance of quality education st this level, thc 
Ministry is currently stmngly enmuraging the involvc- 
men1 of private instirutions and individuals to invcst in 
education at this level. Thus. through nongo\wn~iieut~l 
organizations, missions, private individuals, religious i i i -  

srinitions, and othcr organizations, a number of pre- 
schools are beginning to rccmerge in urban arcas. Only 
a very srnall number of pxents, howeven, can affol-d tu- 
ition ~ I I I -  their children to attcnd sucli pl-ograms. 

Concomitant with tlic lack of access to preschool 
programs is a lack of qualified teachers in these pro- 
grams. A rccent educational directi~c (MOE, 2002) r e  
quires that thosc who teach in the fcw available p r e  
school programs must now he high school graduates 
who have taken an additional 3 months of specialized 
training from a preschool teacher-training institute. Sites 
fnr obtaining sucli Raining (and funds to attend), how- 
ever. al-e scarce. 

The Preschool Teacher Training Institute (PTTI), 
cst:~blishcd in Addis Ababa in 1986, is olre of the few 
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Table  t .  Cicneml ' rror, of P r r ~ P i E l r l n r n t a n  Schuuli m Lthiuorn 

guidclmcs. 

Puhlic School. Government iiipend pltx M i d d l e  and upper-cln,~ High-qaziiiry cdurmon Potential contllcrr heween 
pwenr liel tnmillc, MOF and School ~ u u -  

hlisriun Schonlr Rcly2iuur denomiaation Middle and upper SFS fm-  Guud+Niry cduc.lrion 
'p"nr"r ike i  and a tz\v \chil lar~ 

4 1 i p  lor lower SES 
i'lilldren 

~ I I U I C ~  Schuuls Chilri'h d p c n d  plus parent Middle neil upper E S  I an -  (;oo&quulity ccdwnlion 
tee, ilics and a few ruholar- 

ihipi  tor  lower SIS 
childrcn 

rummuni ty  Parent fee\ Farcign diplumalr ued up- H ~ g l l ~ q u d i N  edscurioo 
per SES Inmllic. 

Alrhaegh in Ethiopian 
c m m i u n i n .  ichoul cul- 
iurc rnld ,r',il,,iu,,r nt  
W c r l r n  culture arc e m  

nity will niiurnr cosrh 

PTTls in the count~y. During the 3-month specialized 
training program at this iostitutc, trainees engage in ha- 
sic coursework emphasiziog the preparation of pre- 
school tcaching materials. Courses arc organized in 12- 
course modulcs that inclodc: preschool pcdagogy, child 
psychology, hcalfh and nutrition, languagc drvelopmont, 
pic-math, cnvironrnental cducation, arts and ci-ah, 
music, health and physical education, preschool man- 
agement and admi~~istration, and play. Following this 
coursework, trainees cngage in a short practicurrr with 
childl-cn using the rnarerials they constmctud through thc 
niodules. 

Primary Grade Education 
S -  
N -  Ciivcn the knqnitude of pvohienls with providing 

high-quality educatiori for prcschool childrcn. the cur- L -  

rent government in Ethiopia has made the decision to 
invest more heavily in what most nations describe as 
"hasic" education-that is, education of clernenoly grade 
children. In Ethiopia. basic education refers to school- 
age children fmm Grades 1-4 (Cycle I )  a d  Grades 5-8 
(Cycle 2). In this regard, the government recently began 
to increasc support for Teacher Training Institutes 
(TTls) and Teachcr Training Colleges (TTCs) which are 
rrsponsible for producing prirnary tci~chers. Fur those 
committed to tcaching younger childrcn, one ycar of 
sp~xiaiized training had previously h c c ~  r e q u i d  after 
comnplction of Grade 12. I n  i-csponse to a greater demand 
for prin~ary teachcrs, howcver, mnst current educational 
reforms recommend this training may be provided upon 
completion of Gr;ide LO at TTIs and TTC's. To support 
this rapidly increasing demand for primary teachers, the 
number of TTIs has incrensed in the country, and almost 
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all administrative regions now have at least one such 
institution. In addition, many institutions that previously 
offered only I-year programs for Cycle 1 teacher prepa- 
ration recently have expanded and begun to offcr ?-year 
prepanttion programs for Cycle 2 teacher preparation. 

Dcspitc thc government's goal of improving the 
qudity of teacher education, thc lack of sufficieut quali- 
ficd teachers remains a major problem. For example, 
irnly 73% of the teachers of children in the second cycle 
currently hold even a diploms or higlrcr level of traiw 
ing. Furthcr~nore, the education of those w.it11 such cue- 
dentials is mostly highly academic and ncaly devoid of 
skills that might help teachers prepare for the challenges 
of real classrooms. I11 response to this challenge, the 
Ministry now sponsors inservice sumnlcr programs for 
tl~ousands of teachers. These programs arc bclieved to 
be critically important to enable school teachers to meet 
thc demands of the new curriculum reforms tl~at have 
hem taking place in the country since thc cal-ly 1990s 
(MOE, 2iKX)/3001). 

CHALLENGES T O  EARLY EDUCATION 
IN ETHIOPIA 

Givm scarce resources of the dcvcloping nation of 
Ethiopia, the gnvcunmCnt bas dctcmdned that improve- 
ment of PI-imary education is the best hope for its futurc. 
Yet. cvcn ;It the primary icvcl. children and tcachers arc 
confronted by prohlcms not easily overcome. R c s e  in- 
clude major ec~~nomic  barriers, c a l p  rnarriagc and tradi- 
tional fcmale roles, attitudes toward education, pi-cpam- 
tion of tcachers. and classroom realities. 

Basic Economic Barriers 

Especially in rural Ethiopia, where the majority of 
thc population livc, day-tn-day cconomic realities seri- 
ously impcdc prospects for i qmwing  thc education of 
very young children. The Ethiopian economy is based 
on agriculture, a sector of the economy that suffcrs from 
recurrent drilughts and inefficient cultivation practices. 
Bccause of t lme factors, 45%. of tlie population is below 
iotcl-national povcrty measures (CIA-World Facrbook- 
Ethiopia, 2003). rims, in order for many families to sur- 
vive. children in rural areas are nccded to help support 
the hmily by herding animals and assisting with the 
crops rather than attending school. In urban areas, on 
the other hand. this view has been changing. Since edu- 
cation is seen 3s one of the few means for ecoi~omic 
in%provcmcnt in thc city, increasing numbers of urban 
families now hirc tutors at homc to assist very young 
children in receiving bctter academic prcparatinn in 
hopcs they will be morc successful in schools. 

Early Marviage/fiaditiu~lal Female Roles 

Early marriage and traditional fcmale roles gencr- 
ate still furtlieu blu.riers to early education. These tradi- 
tions, though changing in towns and cities, are still cvi- 
dent among the vast m%iority of t l~e  population of rural 
Ethiopia. Families see carly marriage as a way to im- 
prove the family's economic status, to strengtllen ties 
bctween marrying families, to increase the likelihood 
that gkls will be virgins at marl-iuge, and to avoid the 
possibility of having an unmarried daufhtcr later in life. 
These attitudes and values seriously impcdc the parrici- 
parion of femalcs in education at nearly all levels. Al- 
though such views ore beginning to change in the larger 
cities, it is not uncommon to sze children (primaily fe- 
males) married as carly as ages 9-11. Alung with such 
niarriagcs are often early pregnancies and accompany- 
ing birth complications for child-mothcrs whose bodies 
are not mature enough to support pregnancy and child- 
birth. Such complications oftcn result i n  scrious injury 
andior death of both infants and mothers-placing even 
greater ecnnomic demands on survivors. Moreover, since 
girls tend to marry so early und arc quickly relcgated to 
a life of childcarc and traditional chores. it is little wall- 

der that families with sucl~ limited incomes are unwill- 
ing to inrest financially in thc education of females. To 
address this problem, the MOE has been wnrlcing on 
ways to includc f<lrmal discussion of such issues in 
emerging curricular matcriail;. 

Attitudes Tovard Education 

Low cducatiollal attainment and aspirations of nxis  
parcnts pose another challenge facing carly education. 
In a society where thc literacy rate is 43%. the level of 
educational aspiration for children tends to be lower 
(CIA-World Factbook-Ethiopia, 2003). Furthcr, parents 
whc hope education will provide adva~icement opportu- 
nities for thcir children arc unaware of decades of re- 
search sti-ongly supporting play-urientcd approaches to 
lea~ming in the ca-ly grades over the traditional academic 
appmaches (Isenberg & Quisenberry, 2001). During in- 
formal interviews conducted by the authors with a nuoi- 
ber of preschool teachers in 2(K)1, one tcacher depicted 
the fe~lings of many families us follows: 
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Lower educational aspirations for children m i a t  
also he accounted fnr by thc vcry remotc probability of 
their children being admitted to higher education intu- 
itions on conlpletion of secondary education. Currcntiy, 
however, the governnient is opening new higher educa- 
tion institutions and expanding existing programs. Such 
expansion should incrcasc thc likelihood of admission 
of mol-c students md give increasing numbers of stu- 
dents and parcnts greater hope thal higher education pur- 
suits will be rewarded. 

Perceptions of Teaching as a Pmfessiun 

As in many count~ics of the world, teaching young 
chi idm~ in Ethiopia is considcred among the lowest 
rungs of professions. Thus, comp::ratiueiy low salaries 
result in little interest in teaching as a career path. As a 
rcsult, aAcr only 1 or 2 years of scrvicc, many new p r -  
mary teacl~ers leave rhe profession foi- higher paying 
jobs. Thus, new teachers oftcn consider teaching as only 
3 stepping-stone for future careen opportunities. 

Classroom Realities 

Dayto-day classrtxm realities such as high stu- 
dent-tcachcr ratio, lack of school materials, curriculun~ 
concerns, arid gender hias, pose serious challe~ngcs to 
teachers as they begin their work. Onc such reality is 
rhe texher-cldid ratio existing in most schools. In ob- 
servations of Cycle I schools during seven site visirs 
over the past 3 years, for example; authors observed 
classcs with teacher-child ratios from 1:60 to 1:90. Such 
ratios certainly pale thc a,mplaints of teachcrs in most 
countries who express concerns ahout ciass sizes of 25 
or 30 students. 

In addition m tencher-~.hild ratios, Abehe (1998) 
aptly describes current classroom rcalities regarding 
teaching materials: 

In elemenluv d i o a i \  il !s a cuinmori \ighs e uhservc 
one h w k  iliared among low iu lire .dudeziti. l a  cl ; i is~ 
roomi  wlieie children me sirling 50 close together rhnr 
k c  miwcmml  ii almorl impuss~hl r  . . . rhc icschcr 
cnnnut move amusd lo nland  to indI~'iifua1 rrudcnlr. He 
or thc  con only stand io lsunl rind lecture Thu lenclling 

;mi lmrning cnr i ro~~mr .n l  ii \o ~ n r n r i l i n g  that holk 
tcachelr nsd riudenti mc nor r n o t ~ r a t e ~ l  ar all. 11 ii ;i 

smxithnl in which icdclieri lhnre iurl l h a r  esthu~i;t,m 
to tencb. and mdenrs  lhnw I D I ~  their inrercst io learn 

(P. ?O) 

In addition to the above physical realities of class- S- 
rooms, undcr the most rcccnt reforms tcxhcrs ate given N -  
additional responsibilities of adapting the natioi~el cur- L -  

riculum to specialized needs of local regions. Since over 
SO different languages are spoken in Ethiopia. cvcn this 
simple curricular innovsnion poses a major burden on 
already overextended teachers. 

T'his article explored historical roan and current 
chalienges to improving early cduation in Ethiopia. In 
addition, encouraging trends rzlating to early education 
were shared. Thesc include incrcxcd involvc~iient oi 
private institutions, organizations, and individuals in 
supporting preprimary education and the MOE's recent 
effo~ts in cxt~ansion and inmrovement of iximmv educa- 
tion. Moi-cover, to achieve its goal of lhighcl- quality pri- 
[nary education, the Ministry is directing major efforts 
towiud i~irproved teachcr mining. In this regard. efforts 
to assui-c stronger linkages between c<,llcge instruction 
and classroom practices appcai- cspccililly productive 
since traditional insvlxtion was nearly devoid of such 
linkages. Improving the situation rcquircs interventions 
in the teachcr education programs that involve super- 
vised student teaching expericnccs and the reorientatiun 
of the tcncher educators thc'mseivc in the pedagogy of 
primary education. 

Clearly, the best hope for anreliorating the plethora 
of pmhlcnis facing Ethiopia in the future is an invest- 
ment in high-quslity early cducario~r today As this arti- 
cle suggests, altlmugh much progress has been made in 
this reg;lrd in recent ymrs, much w.ork remains to be 
donc. 
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